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Conducted by Wilhelm Furtwangler. (Recorded 1943) 

Wilhelm Furtwangler’s idealism and awareness of tragedy: so apparent in his 
conducting of superficially the gayest, simplest music: drew him to perform 
‘Beethoven’s C minor Symphony more frequently than any other major work. He 
prepared it twice for the gramophone—with the Berlin Philharmonic on pre-war 
78s, and with the Vienna Philharmonic towards the end of his life (end of 
February 1954). The present performance is the earlier of two taken from tapes 
of broadcast concerts transferred to LP. The wartime Berlin Philharmonic concerts 
were repeated on several consecutive days: the Symphony is from an all-Beethoven 
programme given in the Philharmonie (a one-time skating rink, converted, and 
famous for its acoustics) 27th-30th June 1943; the Concerto is from a mixed 
programme 31st October-3rd November of the same year, which presented 
Ernst Pepping’s F minor Symphony and ended with Beethoven’s Seventh. 

Furtwangler’s performances varied freely from one occasion to another, although 

one can hardly doubt that these live recordings are truer, more characteristic in 
their spontaneity—even erraticism—than those deliberately done in the chilling 
atmosphere of the recording studios. They offer fascinating comparisons: the 
stopwatch tells us nothing, or rather that this passage or that may seem slower or 
faster, where in fact the differences are minute. Or, a hurrying here, a little extra 
breadth there, somehow cancel out, since the essential scale and vision of the whole 
remain constant. One can rarely anticipate exactly what Furtwangler would do, the 
plasticity of tempo nevertheless had such logic; he made his point inevitably—in his 
own words: “Conducting is the outpouring of spiritual energy into a body of 
instrumentalists, and this... creates the material quality of the sound produced, 
together with its rhythmic, harmonic, and tonal life.’”” And on Beethoven: “The 
genuine symphonist (Beethoven for example) unfolds destiny for the listener. The 
ability to give utterance to destiny is undoubtedly greater and more powerful than 
the mere ability to make music.” 

To Beethoven Furtwangler brought a peculiar, and right-sounding density of 
sound: timbres of strings, wind, tympani, blended (as unmistakably as Klemperer’s 
Beethoven a decade later), but there is little doubt that there was a special extra 
expressive quality with the Berlin Philharmonic, even in its war-time condition. 
(Note, for instance, the viola colouring in the opening line of the slow movement 
of the Symphony). Sad that the era sfoeneitabts stereo engineering came only 
four’ years after his death. 

Furtwangler’s highly subjective treatment of tempo has led critics to say that his 
performances were antithetical to the ‘gramophone ideal’, but on the contrary one 
may argue the curious thing about his recordings is how fresh, and revealing, they 
can remain. His accelerandi were very marked, of course, yet the broadening of 
tempi can be imperceptible. Furtwangler’s own recorded statement concerning 
spced changes: ‘‘the fundamental principle is that the tempo in a classical movement 
is an absolute unity, always the same. Don’t make the impression of real 

modifications and tempo changes—taking the second theme slower than the first I 
consider to be totally wrong, always and everywhere’”’: perhaps bears out Irving 
Kolodin’s consideration that Furtwangler himself was unaware of the actual 
slowness of many of his basic choices of tempo. 

Above all, Furtwangler was master of transitional passages—the link to the finale 
of Schumann’s Fourth Symphony, for instance; in the slow movement of the 
‘Great C major’; and more relevant here the famous passage beginning with bassoon 

_and tympani tunnelling out into a blinding light at the opening of the last movement 
of the Fifth Symphony. Perhaps it is not too extreme to suggest that the whole of 
the dialogue slow movement of the Concerto here: “Orpheus taming the wild 
beasts” (Liszt): is a ‘transition’. And instinctively one might feel that Furtwangler 
himself (a considerable pianist) would have been most attuned to the soloist’s role. 

As to the works themselves, Beethoven worked on the two scores more or less 
at the same time. He played the finished Concerto in March 1807 at a subscription 
concert at the palace of Prince Lobkowitz, and again in December 1808 when 
not only the Fifth Symphony was premiered but the Sixth, and the Choral Fantasy. 
Beethoven is said to have played impulsively and at great speed. In any case, his 
Viennese audience must have been shocked to find the opening statement, calm 
and decorated with a leggiero scale, is by the soloist—the orchestral exposition 
follows in the foreign key of B, strings pianissimo. The expansive lyricism of the 
Concerto and defiant agitation of the C minor Symphony have strong parallels 
with the Piano Sonatas in corresponding keys—specifically Op. 31/1 and Op. 10/1. 
The ‘fate’ motif pervading the opening movement of the Symphony is not only to 
be found in the A ppassionata Sonata, but its basic form: three weak quavers. 
followed by an accent: is fundamental to the G major Concerto, and is heard after 
the very opening chord. Formally there is a further similarity between the Andante 
con moto of the Symphony and the F minor Piano Sonata: both are simple 
variations which gradually sub-divide the beat into running demi-semiquavers 
(32nd-notes). In effect, however, it is a ‘processional’ movement as in the 3rd and 
7th Symphonies. Finally, one might point to the sudden return to adagio before 
the final presto of the Sonata quasi una fantasia, Op. 27/1 asa precedent to the 
ghostly reappearance of the Scherzo in the triumphant finale to the Symphony. 

Incidences of Beethoven’s careful—deliberately grotesque even—uses of 
orchestral colouring are the elephantine scoring for cellos and basses in the Scherzo, 
the introduction of trombones, for the first time in a classical symphony, and the 
brilliant piccolo in the finale; and in the slow movement of the Concerto a palette 
restricted to strings for a gruff dialogue, contrasting the placid cantabile of the 
pianoforte with the jagged forte staccati. Note too the way Becthoven increases 
the tension and dramatic pace by the gradual overlapping of solo and tutti writing. 

CHRISTOPHER BREUNIG 

This record is issued in association with The Wilhelm Furtwangler Society. Chairman, 5, Evington Lane, Leicester, England. 
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